This study investigated the effects of age on a random generation task. In Experiment 1, young and elderly subjects were asked to generate random strings of letters at 1-, 2-, and 4-s rates. The elderly subjects produced more alphabetical stereotype responses than young subjects, even in the slowest rate condition. Furthermore, as faster rates were imposed, elderly subjects could no longer maintain the pace and missed responses. In Experiment 2, subjects were required to generate letters at the same time that they sorted cards into one, two, four, or eight categories. Age-related differences were observed on most of the measures of randomness (stereotypes, zero-order, and first-order measures). In addition, the number of errors increased with the number of sorting alternatives, especially for elderly subjects. These results suggest the existence of a reduction of the central executive resources, along with a reduced inhibition ability, in the elderly subjects. However, the contribution of a perceptual speed factor is also discussed.
According to Baddeley (1986 Baddeley ( , 1996 , attempting to generate random sequences of items is an activity that places significant demands on the central executive component of working memory. Indeed, when subjects are required to produce random sequences of letter names or digits, they have to select new strategies to keep the sequence as random as possible, prevent the occurrence of schematic responses (e.g., alphabetic stereotypes, such as LMN ), check that the responses are suitably random, and, if not, change the strategy. All these selection and control functions correspond exactly to the role that is assigned by Baddeley (1986) to the central executive system.
In a random generation study conducted on young adults, Baddeley (1966) showed that redundancy and stereotype responses increased linearly with rate (Experiment 1). In addition, when subjects are required to generate random sequences at the same time that they are performing a card-sorting task, the
